Purpose: To explore, from an emic perspective, the unique socio ecological context in which rural grandparent headed households (GHH) exist, and therefore provide a foundation for the development of culturally-appropriate interventions that might impact their health.
Theoretical Framework
Because the health of GHH members is influenced by multiple factors in the physical and social environment, in addition to personal attributes and behaviors, we draw on the social ecological model (SEM) for conceptual guidance (Stokols, 1992) . The premise of SEM is that human behavior is best understood as interplay between the person and their environment. A basic assumption of this model is that intrapersonal, social-cultural, organizational, and policy factors influence individual health and health behaviors, and that these influences are interrelated and reciprocal. Prior to the inception of the SEM, health promotion efforts focused solely on the individual and individual health behaviors. Thus, the SEM was created by a social ecologist to bridge the gap between health promotion efforts and existing knowledge of how an individual's environment impacts their health (Stokols, 1992) .
We selected to use the SEM as a guiding framework, as this study aims to holistically examine health behaviors and health risks present in grandparents who are raising their grandchildren. Using the SEM as a framework for this study requires exploration of the interaction between the environmental and community resources available in the region and the culture, health habits, and life-styles of those residing in the area. Employing this broad and dynamic model allows us to identify, in a grounded and authentic manner, leverage points for intervention without the traditional focus on individual level factors alone.
Methods
For this qualitative, descriptive study, we conducted face to face, in-depth, semi-structured interviews with fifteen grandparents, residing in rural Appalachian KY, who were the primary caretakers for their grandchildren. The participants resided primarily in Whitesburg, Kentucky.
The findings from the study are presented in the context of the SEM and describe the socioecological factors that influence the health of rural Appalachian GHH family members under the five domains: intrapersonal, interpersonal, community, organizational/institutional and policy.
Intrapersonal
Intrapersonal factors are individual characteristics including knowledge, attitudes and beliefs that influence health and health behavior. Intrapersonal challenges to grandparent health included role changes and knowledge. Adapting the role of primary care giver versus grandparent challenged many of the grandparents to concentrate on their own health and placed them in the role of disciplinarian and care taker. While they appreciated this new role, it seemed to challenge their ability to interact with the grandchildren in the expected or traditional ways, adding mental, emotional and physical stress to the relationship and perhaps contributing to altered decisions regarding their own personal health. "You miss out on the joy of being a grandparent because you have to discipline them to. You can't just spoil them for a while and they'll go home. You don't get to do that". "There is a real difference in just being plain old grandma." Participants were conflicted between the traditional roles of a grandparent versus the parental role they assumed.
This took an emotional toll on some grandparents, "…sometimes I got to be the boss-the bad guy."
Societal dangers also added to this role change, "…you want to be easier on your grandchildren because they are your grandchildren. But in this day and age, you really have to stick to your guns in all matters." Some grandparents found themselves in a more demanding role, "I have to be on my feet all day, everyday…my feet swell real bad and everything. But you have to keep on going until the good lord chooses otherwise."
